Letters
Lenski's Escherichia cultures, and the reef fishes and butterflies investigated by diverse research groups.
Furthermore, model systems can develop and reproduce, in the process expanding the scope of their sampling of nature. When our research group first started working on checkerspot butterflies, the intention was to set up a sample system to investigate the interaction of dynamics and genetics in a single population of one species. But the checkerspot system evolved, gradually including many more questions, species, and populations as scientists attempted to test the generality of results of research on the focal species-results in one area often have synergy with those in others. Furthermore, research on the checkerspot system has been an important factor in developing butterflies as a whole into a model system (Boggs et al. 2002) . And this work has, I believe, improved our ability to make predictions-for example, that, ceteris paribus, invertebrate populations will be less extinction prone in topographically diverse than in topographically uniform habitats, and that habitat topography may be more important than area.
McMahon and Cadotte's meteorological analogy is only partially applicable, and it does not help their case. Weather has, and may always have, considerable unpredictability. But aspects of climate are quite predictable. And scientists did not tease apart what they now know about the workings of the atmosphere by some climatologists measuring the humidity in one area, some measuring air temperature in another location, some measuring sea surface temperature in a different place, and others measuring patterns of air flow over random mountain systems. For instance, the regularities of ENSO (El Niño-Southern Oscillation) and its teleconnections to other elements of the climate system started to be elucidated by Henry Blanford and other scientists more than a century ago, when they recognized the synchronized nature of global droughts and then concentrated their research on the Indian monsoon system (e.g., Kutzbach 1987). Those pioneers began to make a predictive model that has been far advanced in the current century (e.g., Bjerknes 1969 , Bond et al. 1997 and has important implications for global warming (Trenberth and Hoar 1997) . Today, funding of climatological research is determined at the international level by the World Climate Research Program, which strives to coordinate observation, modeling, and theory. Climatologists realize they must sample nature efficiently; an individual climate scientist is highly unlikely to get a grant to study whatever happens to strike his or her fancy. Climatologists' predictions are not perfect, but they are nonetheless extremely important to alerting society to the possibility of serious problems. There are now increasingly accurate predictions that play the same role, generated by ecologists already working on model systems, and ecological forecasting could become much more important if our sampling were more efficient.
Obviously all ecological research should not be on model systems, or exploration would be too limited. But if each young ecologist would pick one model system to develop or contribute to over the long term, our science would be far ahead. Then they could turn their other research efforts to investigating the population dynamics of Amazonian oribatid mites or the microbial ecosystems of sunbittern cloacas, or whatever. Ecologists have a good start at working on model systems, and as McMahon and Cadotte demonstrate, unlike taxonomists
